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drew nearer the apprehension arose, and again and again the ven-
ture was postponed and sometimes definitely abandoned. "Broken
down with grief," the people dispersed or went home, but their
consciences having once been awakened they could not rest in
peace, and "having rested from grief" the adherents of self-immola-
tion "began to blame themselves for their mode of life, the food they
ate, and what they drank." Therefore, after two or three unsuccess-
ful attempts their purpose was at last fulfilled, but largely under
pressure of persecution by the government, By defying the "oppres-
sors" even the faltering ones felt confident of obtaining a martyr's
crown. In fact, after Tsarevna Sophia's decree in 1684 had threat-
ened every impenitent follower of the old faith with the stake,
there remained no choice. Persecutions proved the words of rustic
propagandists that there existed no way of escaping Antichrist but
by fire and water, and so the chief problem of the teachers and
their followers was to incite persecutions. "Thou teachest us," said
the people, "that it is good for us to be burned alive; what shall we
do, for thou knowest that there are no persecutions?" "Ye children,
I shall arrange the persecution," answered the teacher, and taught
the people to commit a sacrilege. "Then local authorities will write
about us to the capital, whence an agent will be sent for our per-
secution. But we shall immolate ourselves in the fire, and shall thus
escape him/* The program was strictly carried out, and when a
military detachment arrived the people shut themselves in a house
or stronghold, and seeing that they could not "outstay" the soldiers^
set fire to the place, taking every precaution against anyone's escap-
ing, while the rest of the community believed that "all these martyrs
died joyfully in the flames, having entered them as though attend-
ing a feast/'
Under the double stress of governmental persecutions and the
expected end of the world, self-immolation assumed huge propor-
tions. It supported the hope of the propagandists to "burn down"
the whole of Russia by an all-Russian conflagration, and thus solve
the religious problem. A modern student figures that from the be-
ginning of the Schism up to the nineties of the seventeenth century
no less than twenty thousand people had committed suicide.2
2 Of this number only 3,800 cases had been accounted for prior to the Tsarevna
Sophia's decree of 1684.